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Abstract 
This article revisits the concepts of ‘diversity’ and ‘visibility’, from the perspective of age 
relations to consider how these key metrics in the assessment of social inclusion through 
media representation can be usefully applied to the analysis of digital public service 
interfaces. Against the backdrop of changes in the age composition of populations, and an 
expanding role of digital media in ‘digital by default’ public service provision age 
remains a neglected dimension of social inequality in media and communications 
research. This article investigates questions of diversity and social inclusion in old age 
drawing on a study of visual imagery in public sector websites in the United Kingdom. 
The analysis integrates insights from media, technology studies, communications policy 
and critical social gerontology. We identify three patterns in visual imagery: (1) 
stereotypical representations of group membership as homogenous in terms of age 
groups, sex, health status and ethnicity, with older adults typically represented as white, 
(un)healthy men or women; (2) new visibilities, of older adults as socially and culturally 
diverse groups and (3) new approaches to inclusive digital service design where age 
becomes an invisible social demographic. We discuss implications for policy and 
research into diversity, digitalization and digital public service interfaces. 
Keywords: Age, digital by default, digital public service, diversity, older people, public 
service interfaces, (in)visibility 
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Introduction 
Population ageing and digitalization are held to be the two lines of societal development 
that are leading to pervasive change in the ways we live our lives. The number and 
proportion of older people in the population increases (United Nations 2015) and the role 
of digital connectivity continues to expand as the Internet becomes the platform for our 
transactions with the government and the market. The two have come to be interrelated: 
‘[w]hile the development towards an ageing population has been interpreted as a 
challenge for […] contemporary welfare societies, digitalization has instead been 
perceived as a potential partial solution to the problem’ (Olsson et al. 2019: 56). 
Population ageing has been commonly portrayed as a burden, a battle to be fought against 
(Phillipson 1998; Biggs 1999; Walker 2012). At the same time, old age is constructed as 
a dimension of digital inequality (Marshall and Katz 2016). Societal and policy responses 
to what is understood as the ‘problem of aging’ emphasize both the impact of changes in 
the age composition of populations on the planning of future social and economic policy 
goals (European Commission 2015) and the contribution of digital information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) to improving contact with and services to the ageing 
population (European Commission 2012; Olsson et al. 2019). Dominant narratives of old 
age as a burden, a battle to be fought against, and something individuals aim to reverse 
through technology and consumption, are sutured to neo-liberal notions of efficiency and 
the restructuring of the social care delivery system (Raisborough Barnes et al. 2014: 4; 
Macnicol 2015). 
This article critically investigates current trends in the visibility of old age in digitally 
mediated public service information provision within the broader context of changes in 
social welfare models and digital by default citizen–government transactions. Our 
analysis brings together perspectives from media and technology studies, 
communications policy and social gerontology. We use the concept of ‘media’ to refer to 
choices individuals make over time (Fernández-Ardèvol et al. 2017: 40–41) to 
communicate with each other and to reach out to services and information. In this article 
we draw on data from the United Kingdom. Digital media-technological infrastructures 
feature as a key dimension in Europe’s responses to ‘the problem of ageing’ (European 
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Commission 2015) and in national digital inclusion agendas (see e.g. Ofcom 2017; Good 
Things Foundation (GTF) 2017; Centre for Ageing Better 2018). Digital communications 
systems have been the ‘default’ option in public service provision during the last five 
years in the United Kingdom (Cabinet Office 2014) with similar developments digital 
public services happening internationally, including the EU countries, (European 
Commission 2018 2019), North America (Milakovich 2012) and Australia (Corydon et 
al. 2016). As digital capability becomes intrinsic to public services, access to social 
welfare and transactions with government require engagement with digital interfaces. 
This article has two interrelated aims: First, to investigate the visibility of older people 
online in public service websites. Second, to consider how ‘diversity’ and ‘visibility’, 
historically key metrics in the assessment of social inclusion through media 
representation can be usefully applied to the analysis of digital public service interfaces. 
The concept of diversity is receiving renewed attention as a perspective to recognize the 
complex interactions of social-economic, demographic and cultural identity, along such 
axes as gender, race, class, ability and sexual orientation (Taşgan-Kok et al. 2017). 
Historically, in media studies, visibility has been a prime modality of social 
representation (Rocher 2002) achieved through imagery with imagery generating 
recognition through visibility. In this approach, visibility ‘breeds identification and makes 
it possible’ (Brighenti 2007: 333) ordering the world and our knowledge of it (Van 
Veeren 2018). Imagery has been a means for institutions to entice engagement with 
information in digital interfaces. Visual interfaces are designed to target user attention 
(McCullough 2013; Ash 2015). The concept of ‘interface’ describes both the medium of 
digital content or software and discourses about the users of this content or service 
(Stanfill 2015) with the two dimensions interacting, according to Andersen and Pold 
(2014 n. pag.): ‘[w]ith a representational dimension, technology becomes cultural – and 
reversely, representation becomes technological’. 
We examine the homepages of UK public organizations providing services for older 
adults. We turn our attention on trends in visual imagery aimed at older adults using a 
sample of archived web pages from 2013 and 2016 a period of technological, 
organizational and cultural shift towards a digital ‘by default’ economy. We compared 
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this data with the situation in 2019, when the digital government service design standards 
and accessibility regulations were deployed across all public sector organizations 
(https://www.gov.uk/guidance/accessibility-requirements-for-public-sector-websites-and-
apps). During those years the proportion of older adults using the Internet has risen 
considerably faster than for the general population. In the United Kingdom, 70 per cent of 
adults aged 65–75 were using the Internet in 2013 (Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
2013a) rising to 78 per cent in 2017 (ONS 2017). In 2018, more than twice as many 
people over 75 used the Internet as in 2011 (ONS 2018). 
The next section introduces dominant cultural constructions of old age with reference to 
social gerontology and media and technology scholarship. The third section introduces 
media diversity as both a normative principle and a policy instrument to promote 
inclusive, or ‘universal’, service in (analogue) communications, and discusses its 
relevance in a digital media and information environment. The fourth and fifth sections 
present and discuss our study of website imagery related to old age. The final section 
concludes the discussion of emerging (in)visibilities of ‘old’ age in digitally mediated 
public services. 
 
Older people as the homogenous Other 
Unlike our cultural and sociological sensitivity to ageing as a long and complex process 
involving the interaction of an individual and their environment with many and diverse 
variables, multiple identities and the many social divisions that define an individual’s 
lifetime experiences, the concept of old age is often chronologically defined (Macnicol 
2015: 3). Old age is most commonly understood as a point in time. The term older 
‘generation’, frequently used to mean ‘cohort’, defines groups by reference to their 
common age range as a shared location in terms of chronology (Vincent 2003: 31, 33). 
Older adults are understood to be members of a single generational group, despite 
belonging to groups spanning several decades of birth dates (from 50+ to 100+ years). In 
the process, age, ageing and later-life experiences are conceptualized through categorical 
homogenization and othering (Loos 2013; Torres 2015; Ylänne 2015; Zubair and Norris 
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2015; Loos et al. 2017; Loos and Ivan 2018). Differences within each group are 
minimized and differences between them become their defining characteristic. This kind 
of temporalized conceptions of age is built into the twentieth century social welfare 
models, where chronological age has been the basis for granting or denying access to 
health and social care services, education and retirement benefits. Accordingly, the 
possibilities of old age have been delimited through public service design and regulations 
such as rules determining access to housing, recreation and medicine protocols. Places 
like kindergartens and after-school clubs, older people’s day-centres and nursing homes 
have thus been built and operated as enclosed spaces with prescribed membership 
(Vincent 2003: 164–65; Hagestad and Uhlenberg 2005: 345). 
Culturally entrenched and public policy-orientated perspectives of chronological age 
have been mirrored in study design bias. The dominant social–medical research and 
policy agenda has led to the almost universal social construction of ‘older people’ as a 
vulnerable social category in gerontology (Zubair and Victor 2015: 963; Zubair et al. 
2012; Leontowitsch 2012). What sociologists of age have critiqued as a dearth of 
empirical investigations into complex, heterogeneous dynamics of old age as lived 
experience (Riley, 1987) was illustrated in a systematic review of empirical studies 
published in six American gerontology journals: ‘despite the recent emphasis […] on the 
importance of diversity and variability in how individuals age the continuity of current 
research practices with those prevailing in the 1980s is remarkable’ (Stone et al. 2017: 
166). This minimizing of complexity in experiences of place, community and technology 
comes with a failure to recognize the role of changing combinations of structural 
circumstances, identity (Phillipson 2015), class (Phillipson 2007) ethnicityi (Torres 2015) 
and gender (Traies 2014) through life course limiting our understanding of implications 
for the lives of older adults (Hendricks and Hatch 2009: 440; Katz 2013). What Nelson 
and Dannefer call ‘aged heterogeneity’ to describe an increase in inter-individual 
diversity through cumulative life experience (Nelson and Dannefer 1992; Stone et al. 
2017), can often lead to an accentuation of complex dynamics of inequalityii among those 
belonging to the same age groups (Vincent 2003: 129–30). 
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Age relations and choices in the technological landscape have similarly been overlooked 
in media and ICT research (Hagberg 2012: 101–02; Givskov 2017) as older people are 
frequently treated as a ‘residual category’ encompassing all ages above 50 or 60 years 
(Friemel 2016: 326). Research attention to relationships of inequality, stratification age 
hierarchies and intersectional orders of identity remains rare (Calasanti and King 2011). 
Research on older people and new media has mostly drawn on cohort-based 
understandings of age and media practice, where the former becomes an explanation of 
the latter, as in the popular digital native-immigrant binary (Prensky 2001) and policy-
orientated ‘digital divide’ and ‘digital inclusion’ agendas (Givskov and Deuze 2018). A 
growing number of studies have underlined the need for a stronger focus on the lived 
experience of growing old, internal diversity of generational groups and their contextual, 
collective and situated character. (Livingstone and Helsper 2007; Bennett et al. 2008; 
Sourbati 2009; Hargittai 2010; Helsper and Eynon 2010; Hagberg 2012; Loos 2012, 
2013; Hargittai et al. 2017; Loos 2018; Givskov and Deuze 2018). 
Across the humanities and the social sciences old and advanced age have been 
predominantly constructed through cohort centrism and categorical homogeneity, mostly 
derived from a single, typically white cohort (Riley 1987: 2). Within social gerontology 
scholarship this construction is based on ‘crude’ biomedical and welfarist perspectives 
(Macnicol 2015: 3; Zubair and Norris 2015). In media and communication studies age-
based explanations of technology use and counterpart cohort-centric constructions of age 
draw from what Givskov and Deuze call ‘an outdated mode of conceptualizing the 
relationship between people and media’ (2018: 409). The next section discusses media 
diversity as a public policy goal to promote social inclusion, noting the limitations of 
inherited conceptual and policy frameworks, before turning its attention to the potential 
of digital interface design for conceptualizing the relationship between media technology 
and inclusion. 
Diversity as a value in the design of media access 
Diversity has been widely accepted as a core value of universalism in electronic 
communications (Lowe 2016; Van Cuilenburg 1999) and social policy (Burgelman 
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1999). Despite its status as a fundamental principle of access, inclusion and expression, 
and consequent use as a policy instrument to assess institutional structures of public 
service broadcasting there has not been a generally accepted, consistent demarcation of 
the dimensions of media diversity (Helberger et al. 2018: 193; Helberger 2012; Napoli 
2011). Diversity in media has been functionally described as a relationship of social 
balance and equilibrium, achieved through ‘free and equal access to a social 
communications system that […] provides for the information and communication needs 
in society’ (Van Cuilenburg 1999: 183). Diversity goals in communications policy have 
comprised tolerance, empathy and intercultural understanding, the development of 
cultural taste and personal fulfilment. Concerns about democracy and inclusion have 
always been linked to diversity, at least implicitly (Helberger et al. 2018). Thus defined, a 
diverse media system contributes to a level of inclusion through exchange of ideas that 
reflects a given balance of interests, ideas and viewpoints. The emphasis of media 
diversity as a public policy goal has been on consensus and social reproduction 
(Helberger et al. 2018: 195). 
Historically, in media, diversity policies have been targeted through supply-side 
measures, aiming to influence the content choices available for consumption. Most 
commonly, content diversity has referred to the variety of broadcast programme types or 
genres, the range of ideas and viewpoints presented, and (less so) demographic 
dimensions relating to persons and groups depicted in the media (Aslama and Napoli 
2010; Napoli 2011). Age relations have not been a major focus in media regulation, with 
the exception of controls to protect minors from exposure to content deemed unsuitable 
for children, and incentives to support children’s radio and television broadcasting, not 
paralleled by other examples of age-based demographic diversity. Mirroring cultural 
norms, older age has been marginalized in representational mass media politics, a 
position shared with ‘minority groups […] underprivileged and disadvantaged social 
categories, disabled persons, etc. [sic]’ (Council of Europe 2007: paragraph. 2). 
Media diversity has been most explicitly applied to broadcasting, adding complexity to 
its translation outside the mass media domain (Braman 2007) as technological and 
institutional change in networked ICTs transformed modes of media production, 
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distribution, access and consumption prompting a shift in media research towards a 
conception of the active audience (Livingstone 2004a), user-led content choices (Ohm 
2008) and socially diversified mediated interaction (Lievrouw and Livingstone 2006). By 
the end of the twentieth-century digital ICTs were cast in public policy as ‘empowerment 
tools’ (Fortunati 2014) that afforded consumers the opportunity to decide whether, how 
and for which purposes these are to be used for access to information, communication 
and services. The requirement of going online for social interactions of a private and 
public nature gave rise to a different set of demand-side questions (Napoli 2011; Aslama 
and Napoli 2010), including media literacy (Livingstone 2004b), user capability (Sourbati 
2012) choice making and how media users find the content/services to satisfy their 
potentially diverse needs (Helberger 2011; Helberger et al. 2018). 
The study of supply side choices in networked digital media landscapes is shifting 
attention to the design of media and information contexts where user decision making 
occurs. Accordingly, research is highlighting the role of decision guidance (Selinger and 
Seager 2012) or content navigation through editorial intelligence (Miel and Faris 2008), 
and informational choice architecture (Yeung 2017). Lammes (2016) has shown how 
approaches to the design of digital access entail assumptions about the nature and role of 
the interface, conceptualized as a mediator of social relations. Thus conceptualized 
interfaces are not a mimetic or direct representational portal of visual information, but 
have ‘agency in how meaning is produced’(Lammes 2016:1023). According to this 
theoretical conception ‘information is always transformed via the interface’ (ibid.). 
Interfaces can therefore be used as lenses to examine the social logic at work in the 
production of both the services and their users: particular choice environments bear on 
the users of a digital service, both in terms of what they are allowed to do and, ultimately, 
who they are (Petersson 2016). In her empirical study Stanfill (2015) demonstrated how 
website design arises from specific normative claims and beliefs and reinforces cultural 
common sense. This kind of claims about purpose and appropriate use ‘both 
demonstrate[e] an understanding of users and buil[d] a set of possibilities’ into the object 
of access (Stanfill 2015: 1060). In the following section we take this perspective to 
investigate to which extent older adults become visible online, drawing on an empirical 
study into the visual imagery used on the websites of public service organizations. 
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Older adults in digital public service Local Authority healthcare information 
provision in the United Kingdom 
We conducted content analysis of the adult social care services homepages run by Local 
Authorities (LAs) in United Kingdom’s five largest most ethnically diverse cities, where, 
according to national Census data, older adults comprise a growing diversity of ethnic 
groupsiii (Simpson 2013 based on Census 2011 data): Birmingham, Bradford, Leicester, 
Manchester and the city of London. In the United Kingdom, social care and support 
services are a public service provided by local councils. We examined sixteen home 
pages at three points in time, in 2013,  2016 and 2019. These comprised the websites run 
by the councils of Birmingham, Bradford, Leicester and Manchester, and the twelve inner 
city London Boroughs (Camden, Greenwich, Hackney, Islington, Lambeth, Lewisham, 
Southwark, Kensington and Chelsea, Hammersmith and Fulham, Tower Hamlets, 
Wadsworth and Westminster). 
Following the steps of Loos’ study into how senior citizens’ organizations portray their 
members online (Loos 2013), we sought to gain insight into how e-public service 
websites portray older peopleiv at three points in time, during the implementation of the 
‘digital by default’ programme of public service transformation and after its completion. 
Our first sample comprises pages from 2013 when LAs started implementing changes on 
their legacy websites, after the first e-government service guidelines were issued. In 2013 
United Kingdom Government also published details of their planned changes to the social 
welfare benefits system, making online the ‘default’ mode of access to informational 
services, requiring people who needed social care support to apply online and manage 
their claim through an online account (Office for National Statistics (ONS) 2013b). In the 
context of this policy LAs had to redesign their websites to meet government ‘digital by 
default’ targets. Our second sample was from 2016 and comprised the updated pages of 
the same services.v By 2016 LAs had implemented plans for ‘digitally inclusive imagery 
and language’ for government, public, private and voluntary sector partners as laid 
centrally by the UK Government Digital Service (Cabinet Office 2014). We retrieved 32 
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archived pages, complete with images, using the Wayback Machine 
https://archive.org/web/, a free service of the Internet Archive (https://web.archive.org/). 
Additionally we examined the same websites in July 2019 after the completion of the 
digital transformation programme. 
Using content analysis (Bell 2001) we investigated how visible aspects of diversity were 
portrayed in the case of older adult group membership. We examined all images 
depicting people (face; face and body; hands), a total of 43 images, using binary coding 
in terms of age (‘young old’, ‘old old’ and mixed age groups), sex (‘woman/man’), health 
status (‘vital’ or ‘frail’) and ethnicity (‘white’ or BAME) for sameness (‘homogeneity’) 
or difference (‘diversity’) in visual representation. 
The analysis of findings focused on how older adults were represented in terms of group 
membership, more specifically, as homogeneous or a diverse group, using the indicators 
of sex, health status, and ethnicity, and age/generational category (younger older 
adults/old, old adults). 
 
Results 
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Figure 1: Older adult membership and visibility patterns in LA Social Service homepages in 2013, 
2016 and 2019. 
 
Council No. 
images 
Age Health 
and 
vitality 
Sex Ethnicity Diverse group 
membership 
Birmingham 4 Y Y Y Y Y 
Bradford 4 Y Y Y Y Y 
Camden 1 Y Y Y Y Y 
Greenwich 1 N N (h) N (F) N (white) N 
Ham & Fulham 1 N N (h) N (F) N (white) N 
Hackney 1 N N (frail) Y N (BAME) N 
Islington 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Lambeth 1 N N (h) Y (couple) N N 
Leicester 4 Y N (h) Y Y Y 
Lewisham 1 N N (h) Y (couple) N (white) N 
Ken & Chelsea 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Manchester 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Southwark 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Tower Hamlets 3 Y Y Y Y Y 
Wandsworth 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Westminster 1 N N (h) Y Y Y 
Number of 
images featured in 
homepages 
22      
Pages with 
Diverse 
depictions 
 5 4 9** 6  
Pages with 
homogenous 
depictions 
 6 7* 2# 5  
Pages not 
including images 
 5 5 5 5  
*Homogenous health status: in six images older adults were depicted as healthy and vital and one as frail. 
**Non-homogenous sex status: two of the nine images were featuring a heterosexual couple. 
#Both images featured white women. 
Table 1: Older adults’ images in LA Social Service homepages (2013). 
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Council No. 
images 
Age Health & 
vitality 
Sex Ethnicity Diverse group 
membership 
Birmingham 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Bradford 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Camden 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Greenwich 2 Y Y N/A Y Y 
Ham & Fulham 7 Y Y Y Y Y 
Hackney 1 N N  Y N (BAME) N 
Islington 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Lambeth 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Leicester 6 Y Y Y Y Y 
Lewisham 5 Y Y Y Y Y 
Ken & Chelsea 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Manchester 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Southwark 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Tower Hamlets 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Wandsworth 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Westminster 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Number of 
images featured in 
homepages 
21      
Pages with 
diverse depictions 
 4 4 4 4  
Pages with 
homogenous 
depictions 
 1 1 0 1  
Pages not 
including images 
 11 11 12 11  
Table 2: Older adults’ images in LA Social Service homepages (2016) 
Council No. 
images 
Age Health and 
vitality 
Sex Ethnicity Diverse group 
membership 
Birmingham 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Bradford 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Camden 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Greenwich 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Ham & Fulham 6 Y Y Y Y Y 
Hackney 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Islington 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Lambeth 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Leicester 6 Y Y Y Y Y 
Lewisham 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Ken & Chelsea 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Manchester 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Southwark 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Tower Hamlets 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Wandsworth 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Westminster 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Number of 
images featured in 
homepages 
12      
Pages with 
diverse depictions 
 2 2 2 2  
Pages with 
homogenous 
depictions 
 0 0 0 0  
Pages not 
including images 
 14 14 14 14  
Table 3: Older adults’ images in LA Social Service homepages (2019). 
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In 2013 older adults were visible in eleven of the sixteen homepages (see Table 1). Six 
LAs, Camden, Westminster, Bradford, Leicester, Birmingham and Tower Hamlets 
featured images of mixed ethnicity groups of older women and men of different health 
statuses. Five LAs (Lewisham, Greenwich, Lambeth, Hackney, Hammersmith and 
Fulham) featured older adults as members of non-diverse groups. In terms of health, sex, 
ethnicity and age/generation, in most of the images across the sample older people tended 
to be depicted as having a homogenous health status (seven out of eleven), as looking 
healthyvi (with only one image featuring frail individuals) and as belonging to the same 
generation (six webpages featuring single-generational groups and five featuring adults 
from different generations). In terms of ethnicity, diverse membership was also slightly 
higher than ethnically homogenous membership with six pages featuring people from 
ethnically diverse backgrounds against five featuring ethnically non-diverse backgrounds. 
The newly designed pages of another five LAs, Islington, Southwark, Manchester, 
Kensington and Chelsea and Wandsworth, had implemented user-friendly accessibility 
standards comprising text-only or graphic icon-based navigation buttons, which did not 
feature any age-related imagery. 
By 2016, when UK LAs had launched their newly designed websites implementing the 
government digital strategy (simpler, clearer and faster that can be accessed via mobile 
devices, such as phones and tablets, or computers) (Cabinet Office 2013) older people 
were either depicted as members of diverse communities or not visible at all: four LA 
websites were using ethnically diverse imagery of adult women and men off different 
adult ages (dark and fair skinned old adults alone or in the company of others), one 
included an image of a black heterosexual couple, and eleven used text and graphic icon-
only user interfaces (see Table 2). In 2019 this pattern was found in fourteen out of 
sixteen LA websites (see Table 3). 
Our findings show that during the last decade there has been a mix of visual cultural 
approaches to old age, reflecting as well as modifying long held social attitudes (see 
Figure 1). In 2013, five of the sixteen homepages depicted older people as homogenous 
groups, with their membership defined through binaries of frailty/vitality and as 
ethnically non-diverse. These depictions reflect dominant and popular understandings of 
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age defined through homogenous, chronology-based group membership. Situating this 
pattern in the context of Internet take up back in 2013, the imagery used in these 
homepages can be seen to ‘stand for’ the older adults who were not typically using the 
Internet and online services for themselves. Though no direct relationship between 
image, visibility and inclusion can be found, depictions of the intended users of a website 
can encourage or incite, or discourage or prevent (Stanfill 2015: 1060 citing Foucault 
1990). As levels of Internet diffusion continued to increase across adult populations, and 
the digitalization of government information and public services was well underway, the 
redesigned LA pages started to display a greater range of images of older adults. These 
images featured more mixed groups of adult women and men of different generations, 
with different dis/ability statuses, from a range of ethnic groups (e.g. Camden). During 
that period, a new trend emerged following the issuing, by central government, of new 
service design principles and toolkits for page layouts. Digital public service design 
guidelines covered iconography (Moorhouse 2013) and illustrations (GOV.UK n.d.) to 
promote user-friendly navigation, text-based neutrality, retiring icons and minimal use of 
illustrations, showing actions or artefacts (not people) when there is a ‘clear user need’. It 
quickly became the standard approach of text-only or text and graphic icon-based 
navigation. In 2013 ten out of the sixteen pages examined included images of older 
people and six used text or icons only navigation. In 2016 the pattern had been reversed 
with five pages displaying images and eleven comprising text or graphics only interfaces. 
By 2019 fourteen out of the sixteen webpages used text and icons only and did not 
include pictures. 
Our findings indicate two directions of change in the visualities of old age online: first, 
away from limited visibilities and stereotypical depictions of older adults as frail or 
healthy members of homogenous groups, and towards an increased, more diverse visual 
presence of people from different ethnic backgrounds, with a range of fitness, ability and 
vitality statuses. In this pattern, found in six council homepages in 2013 and in four in 
2016, visibility remains a central dimension of representation. Second, moving towards 
the opposite direction, the visual disappearance of age from digital public service 
interfaces, a predominant trend since 2016. This trend follows the GOV.UK accessibility 
strategy which advocates a universal, user-friendly semiology of ‘functionings’ as 
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opposed to ‘identities’ (Duggin 2016), building ‘for needs, not audiences’ (Government 
Digital Service 2012). Correspondingly, the cultural markers of old age as a time that is 
not experienced homogenously by all became visible on the computer (mainly) screen for 
a brief time only to disappear again in inclusive digital design. In this new paradigm LA 
adult social care websites, and more generally government digital interfaces, are not 
excluding (nor including) any older groups by means of visual representation. 
 
Conclusions 
As our societies are ageing and digitalizing ‘by default’, and the so-called digital 
generations grow older too, age relations, technology and the media come to the fore of 
public policy and discourses on social inclusion. In this article we highlighted the 
significance of trends in ageing and digitalisation and critically examined how they play 
out in relation to social inclusion. We investigated firstly, patterns in the visibility of old 
age in digital public services websites. Online public services are a substantial part of 
digital welfare economies, not only in England, United Kingdom, where our study was 
undertaken, but also across Europe and internationally. Local government and public 
sector organizations providing services that are essential to the lives of millions of older 
adults have been playing a key role in making older citizens visible online during the past 
decade. The visual imagery we investigated illustrated both long-held views on old age, 
articulated as homogeneities and binaries of frailty and fitness, cultural background (race; 
ethnicity) and sex (heterosexual couples) as well as new visibilities of old age as a more 
diverse social reality. We also found new approaches to digital public service design 
relating back to questions surrounding diversity, representation and inclusion. Our study 
revealed how digital public service provision can have effects, including indirect ones, 
towards a more diverse visual representation, and the role of public policy can play in 
relation to visibility (e.g. accessibility design guidelines). Finally, the current changes to 
government digital services, as in the examples of LA websites from 2016 and 2019 
illustrate how questions of diversity become more complex in their assessment for the 
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purposes of access to public services and social inclusion. The idea of service 
inclusiveness through visual invisibility merits further investigation. 
Secondly, we asked whether inherited concepts of media diversity can be useful to probe 
research and policy responses to older citizens and out ageing societies. Far from being 
homogenous older groups are socially, culturally and economically situated into diverse 
and intersecting categories of gender, race, class, ability and sexual orientation. Can age 
inclusiveness be assessed using metrics of ‘media’ diversity? Are legacy, broadcast 
media diversity metrics of representation useful to a facilitate access to a digital service? 
With ageing going hand in hand with a more intense diversification of populations on the 
one hand, and increases in digitalization and the role of data in government on the other, 
a normative perspective on visual or pictorial diversity does not easily translate to 
inclusiveness metrics. As service user needs and groups are more finely categorized in 
digital services, the re/presentation of ever more finely graded categories becomes non-
tenable. From this perspective the absence of pictures can be a more socially ‘inclusive’ 
visual strategy. That is not to say cultural norms and codes are not at work.vii Diversity 
remains a core sensitivity against what Feenberg (1995: 87) calls the ‘unexamined 
cultural assumptions literally designed into technology itself’. Viewed in the context of 
digital data and age relations, invisibility can augment discrimination during the life 
course, resulting in further marginalization of those who remain unseen. Big data 
approaches currently favoured by government can be expected to accentuate this kind of 
effects due to age-related bias in available learning datasets (biased samples), and in 
available tools (algorithms) (Rosales and Fernández-Ardèvol 2019). If unnoticed, these 
gaps in digital data infrastructures have the potential to increase the scope of exclusion as 
an unintended and indirect effect of technology. 
This article took public service digital interface design as the site to examine power 
relations of age, media technology and inclusion. It investigated common patterns in the 
visibility of old age online and how cultural attitudes to age may map onto public policies 
using the example of digital public service design. We did not set out to investigate 
intentionality in the decisions of local government but how popular stereotyping and 
attributions of difference reflect on digital interfaces. With the international community 
17 
 
called to recognize sensitivities to structural age discrimination (‘WHO | Ageism’ 2017) 
all-age inclusive public service design can be expected to receive more public and media 
attention. Our analysis is situated against the backdrop of global trends in demographic 
change, characterized by a constant increase in the median age of populations (Price 
Waterhouse Coopers 2016), and of the digital transformation of public services around 
the world. As societies are ageing and access to services becomes digital by default 
representations and abstractions of both age and technology are bound to receive 
increased research and policy attention. In our article we focused on western societies in 
which digitization is one of the driving forces for societal change concurring with Joyce 
et all’s view of technology as a ‘major forc[e] in the social construction of ageing, and 
ageing [as] an often unacknowledged component of technoscientific imagination and 
practice’ (Joyce et al. 2015: 157). Visual representations may no longer feature as the 
primary or the sole mode of feedback between people and institutions in mediated public 
service communication. At the same time, emerging trends in visibility and digital 
mediation, through digital public interfaces are a new context for the critical 
consideration of cherished values of social and media diversity. In this article we 
demonstrated how age relations, a neglected dimension of demographic diversity can – 
and should – be part of this. 
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Notes 
i We follow the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS) definition of ethnicity as a ‘multi-faceted 
and changing phenomenon’ that may reflect a combination of several features including country 
of birth, nationality, language spoken at home, ancestral country of birth, skin colour, national or 
geographical origin, racial group or religion 
(https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/measuringequality/ethnicgrou
pnationalidentityandreligion#different-aspects-of-ethnicity). 
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ii Particularly during the last part of the life course, many experience a restriction in social space 
and limited choice in access to adequate housing, leisure, health and communication 
infrastructure etc. (Vincent 2003: 129–30). 
iii This includes ethnic diversity, which is far greater in the city of London than the country as a 
whole. According to data by the Greater London Authority (2013) the Black, Asian & Minority 
Ethnic groups (BAME) constituted the 43 per cent of all adult population and 29 per cent of the 
65+ years of age in 2011. 
iv Adult social care, adult care, health and care, health and social care, health and well-being and 
services for older people were the most common page tags. 
v For the local council of Hammersmith and Fulham we included a page from January 2017 as 
pages from 2016 were not archived 
vi This reflects an international trend. Loos et al. (2017) have been showing a similar result in a 
cross-country study analysing the way older people are visually represented on websites of 
organizations for older people 
vii We owe this point to Michael Klontzas. 
